BACKGROUND: Today, sport represents an element of the quality of life as it is often an indicator of a country's civilisational, societal and economic development. The public is mostly interested in elite sport which has effects for both society as well the lives of individuals as the public is not only interested in sports achievements but also in athlete's private lives. The border between the public and private is difficult to establish. The interlinked work of elite athletes and the media often results in misunderstandings as the media intrudes on the private lives of athletes, which in turn impacts both the private and professional lives of athletes. OBJECTIVE: The study's main purpose was to identify the attitude of elite athletes to the media and the influence of the media on the private and professional lives of athletes. The study also evaluated the qualities of an ideal journalist in the eyes of athletes. METHODS: Differences between more and less experienced elite athletes were studied on a sample of 67 Slovenian athletes from team sports. The data were collected through a questionnaire. The findings were further interpreted in line with the opinions of ten leading athletes from individual sports, which were collected through a semi-structured interview. RESULTS: Differences between groups of more and less experienced athletes were detected in answers to the question, "When do athletes decide to cooperate with the media?" and "Have you already been offended by the media?". Elite athletes like to cooperate with the media and usually give information away freely. Similarly, journalists largely understand that athletes desire peace and quiet prior to a competition. Athletes perceive precision and verification of information as the most important qualities of journalists, while they consider some personal qualities and materialistic characteristics as less important. CONCLUSIONS: The study's results show that in the future athletes would like journalists to write articles that offend them less, regardless of whether the published information is about their sports achievements or private lives.
and economic levels. Sport is a mixture of economics, politics, science and other areas of life; without enormous capital investments by business it could not shine and create such an atmosphere. Similarly, nowadays it is unimaginable not to be surrounded by various types of media. Every single day brings about more news on TV, radio, newspapers and the Internet. If two decades ago the main sources of socialisation were one's family, peers and school, today the media also represents a socialisation factor that forms social values with its stereotypes and defines people's views with its clichés. The media has the power to form a social space with behavioural patterns on offer; it supplies various types of information and constantly intrudes on people's everyday lives. Media sports, like other parts of culture, are social constructions (Rowe, 2004 (Rowe, , 2007 Wenner, 1998; Whannel, 2002) . They are created, organised and controlled by human beings whose ideas are grounded in their social worlds, experiences and ideologies. The
INTRODUCTION
Sports have formed a part of nearly every society's culture throughout human history. For most of this time, sports were dominated by local customs and attracted a following that was relatively localised. The advent of mass media changed this (Delaney & Madigan, 2009) . As a result of globalisation, sport has become a social phenomenon which does not serve its own purpose but is willing to change and adapt to the public (Tomlinson, 2005) . Its importance affects both society and the individual. It represents a quality of social life and it is often an indicator of a society's civilisational, social media does not reflect reality as much as provides representations of selected versions of reality. As Coakley (2011) suggested, power relations in society influence these representations.
Similar to the media, elite sport is also part of everyday life and elite athletes are idols for many people. Spectacles, records, enjoyment, victory, fame etc. are followed by the media; nevertheless, they do not always satisfy the principle of objectivity and ethics. Athletes are big stars, often bigger than actors, musicians or politicians. It is this very fact that explains why the public is interested not only in the athletic achievements of athletes, but also their private lives. The borderline between the private and the professional is difficult to set even for serious media establishments which do not wish to comment on the private lives of athletes (and their problems) as they have no relationship with their sports lives (training and/or competition). Yet, in contrast, there are scores of so-called sensationalist media establishments publishing information particularly about athletes's private lives, often forcing the serious media to follow suit.
This entangled work of elite athletes and the media often results in various strains between them (Hardt, 1999; Schudson, 2001 ). The media is increasingly intruding on the private lives of athletes, sometimes creating a nuisance for them. Complaints are often made about journalists following athletes in their every step, or journalists forcing themselves on athletes and disregarding their desire for privacy. It also happens that athletes blame the pressure of the media for their failure. On the other hand, the media are a link between the sport and the public which wishes to know as much as possible about athletes. People are no longer satisfied with mere results and statistics. In this way, the public puts pressure on journalists who, in response to their wishes and the demands of editors, write articles in a way to satisfy people. Consequently, pressure is placed on athletes who often feel threatened as they are constantly monitored by cameras and journalists. It is particularly hard when the media offend athletes (or the people close to them), especially when this influences their performance or career (Zelizer, 2004) .
Sports journalism or reporting about sport is a special area of journalism. Boyle (2006) evaluated sports journalism as a paradox of its own -it is traditionally regarded as a lesser sort of journalism, although in reality it holds large commercial importance, particularly in the popular and mass media. Rowe (2007) stated that the majority of sports articles are routinely neutral; however, he also warned that sports pages in newspapers are not homogeneous. Namely, they consist of a series of stories from reporting about major sports events to short notices. Some forms of sports journalist genres contain art and literature, whereas others come close to political campaigns (Rowe, 2004; Boyle, 2006) . The results of the International Sports Press Survey 2005 (Rowe, 2007) indicate that sports journalism is chiefly focused on the prediction of sports results and describing a sports event; at the same time, sports journalism avoids the discussion of problematic social topics and largely relies on the opinions of influential people from the field of sport (Fink, 1988 (Fink, , 2001 .
Objectivity is most often mentioned by the public as the central task of journalists' work (Deuze, 2005; Schudson, 2001) ; nevertheless, media experts and theoreticians agree that the objectivity of journalists is impossible to achieve for objective and subjective reasons, such as limited knowledge and involvement in the flow of events as a member of society. Slovenian journalists in their (self) regulatory articles state "the right of the public to the best available information" as the leading guideline for journalists (Code of Ethics of Slovenian Journalists, 2002) who in their work have "a responsibility to present the entire picture of events". The word objectivity is not explicitly written in the Code. In particular, McKnight (2001) describes the objectivity of journalists as a guarantee of a journalist performing "consistent attempt" to explain an event unbiased way with the use of reliable sources. Kovach and Rosenstiel (2007) described objectivity as part of the ideology of journalism with characteristics of being unbiased, undefined, objective, fair and credible. In Slovenia, truthfulness is mentioned as a central moral guideline of journalists (Kodeks, 2002) .
Sports journalism is an important part of the print media, but in the literature it is noted that is not one of the most prestigious journalistic disciplines. It is often attributed the image of the "children's department of print media" (Rowe 2004 ), subject to a comfortable life, sloppy journalism and "soft" news, even though, on the other hand, sports journalism enjoys a high status in daily newspapers. Sports reporters have a wide range of readers, but they are little appreciated. It is a false ideology (the assumption that toys and play are not serious and meaningful) derived from the traditional, classroom-based and patriarchal view of the press and popular culture in general, especially in sports (Tomlinson, 2005 ). The American sports reporter H. Cosell first used the term "sport is a children's department of human life" (O'Brien, 2007) which is consistent with the memory of his sports journalism reporting becoming a children's section of the print media.
At first sight, the influence of sports journalists on the public is noticed in at least two dimensions -first, with the use of vocabulary and second, with creation of the reference frame or by channelling the perception of spectators (by creating "ours" and "not-ours" athletes). According to Entman (1993) , media framing is the practice of choosing certain aspects of perceptual reality and emphasizing them in reporting through the promotion of a certain definition of a problem, causal explanation, moral evaluation and/or recommending the behavior relative to the described event (Merrill, 1997) . A summary of audience research done by media studies experts Wenner and Gantz (1998) indicates that US adults integrate media sports into their lives in a variety of ways. We know that media images and narratives influence people, but we do not know much about who is influenced or in what ways people are influenced. Media coverage is part of our experience as Coakley (2011) stated, and experiences influence who we are and what we think, feel and do.
The purpose of the article is to present the opinions of Slovenian elite athletes about the work of the media, cooperation with the media and the effect of the media on their private and sports lives. The way the media reports about a particular athlete depends on the kind of information they possess about that athlete. The study examined when and how often elite athletes cooperate with the media and about which topics they are prepared to talk. Usually elite athletes desire peace and quiet prior to their performances while, conversely, journalists are particularly interested in pre-competition information. Therefore, the study also examined how this pre-competitive "imposing" affects athletes and their performances. On the basis of the experience of athletes the study also examined what type of media intrudes on the private lives of athletes and which content offends athletes and the people close to them the most. Finally, the article presents findings about the qualities which define a good journalist.
The quality of athletes's cooperation with the media depends on several factors -being taught about ways of cooperating with the media, being familiar with the code of ethics of journalists, the ability to express oneself and, of course, on the frequency of cooperation (e.g. experience in this area). Therefore, differences between more and less experienced elite athletes were examined (Doupona Topič, 2005) .
METHODS
The study included 67 Slovenian elite athletes (50 males -74.6% and 17 females -25.4%) involved in team sports (ice hockey -20.9%, volleyball -29.9%, handball -29.9%, football -19.3%). Their previous participation in sport ranged between 4 and 25 years, with an average of 15.1 years and a mode of 10 years (16.4%). In relation to previous sport experience, the sample was divided into two subgroups (i.e., less experienced < 14 years; and experienced > 14 years). In Slovenia, selection in team ball games starts around the age of ten, meaning that athletes train in younger age categories for approximately eight years before entering senior teams. The career of elite athletes lasts well into their thirties; therefore, the theoretical borderline between less and more experienced athletes was set at 14 years of participation in sport.
The survey also included ten Slovenian elite athletes (five males and five females) from individual sports. Their opinions were used to further clarify the relationship between the media and athletes.
The sample of variables is represented with four sets of questions. The first set was used to examine some general characteristics (age, gender, chosen sport, participation length, education and profession). The second set was used to examine the attitude of elite athletes towards the media (level of willingness to cooperate, topics they are willing to discuss). The third set of questions examined the media's influence on the private and professional lives of elite athletes (being burdened by the media's reporting, the intrusion of the media before a competition, knowing the code of ethics of journalists etc.). The fourth set was used to examine the qualities athletes value in journalists (model of a quality journalist). Athletes were presented with a list of qualities (kind-heartedness, respectfulness, quality writing, precision, verifying information, impartiality, rudeness, friendliness, self-control, own decision-making, self-evaluation, following the rules and interests of the employer, care for financial success). The interviewed subjects evaluated their importance on a five-level scale (not important at all = 1, not important = 2, partly important = 3, important = 4, very important = 5).
Descriptive statistics were computed for all variables. For the Likert scale variables medians and quartiles were computed from the grouped data (assuming values of scale are group midpoints). The association (i.e. differences in row structures) between nominal variables were evaluated with Cramer's V coefficient; note that this coefficient is equivalent to χ 2 test for two-way contingency tables, so it's statistical significance (p-value) is the same for both statistics. Somer's D coefficient was used to measure association in all cases where both variables were ordinal. Differences in central tendency between the groups of more and less experienced athletes were tested with non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test.
Semi-structured interviews according to Andrews, Mason, and Silk (2005) were used to collect the opinions of the ten best Slovenian elite athletes. Their statements were later used to supplement the opinions of the athletes involved in team sports.
RESULTS
The interviewed subjects ranged in age between 17 and 33 years, with an average of 25.2 years. Re-garding age, a difference (Cramer's V = 0.281; p = .022) was found between the less experienced (< 19 years = 24; > 19 years = 11) and xperienced athletes (< 24 years = 13; > 24 years = 24). Conversely, no difference (V = 0.254; p = .506) in education emerged between the groups. In particular, 59.7% of the athletes had graduated from high school, 7.5% from primary school, 16.4% from vocational high school, 14.9% hold a university degree, whereas only one athlete declared having no formal education.
The sample included professional athletes (74.6%), university (14.9%) and high school (6%) students, entrepreneurs (3%) and a government employee (1.5%). Although the experienced group included 9% more professional sports competitors than the group of less experienced athletes, no difference emerged with regard to experience (V = 0.346; p = .092).
Both groups share similar opinions about cooperation with the media (V = 0.156; p = .652). However, 70.1% of the athletes declared they are available for an interview regardless of the type of media involved, whereas 19.4% decide to cooperate only when the media is considered "serious". Only one athlete (1.9%) usually turns the media down, while six athletes (9%) want to know the topic before deciding whether to be interviewed.
A difference (V = 0.351; p = .016) between the groups emerged with regard to answering a topic of interest to a journalist. Among the less experienced athletes, only 14 cooperate when the topic relates to sport, whereas only two of the experienced athletes share this opinion. However, among experienced athletes 12 rarely agree to be interviewed if the topic of the questions is not sport-related.
Before a match, the majority of the athletes (76.2%) follow (read, watch, listen to) available media, 17.9% do not follow anything about sport, 6% only follow articles about the opponents, whereas no athlete follows articles relating to themselves. Regarding reading, watching or listening to news about themselves or their opponents before competitions, no difference between the groups (V = 0.025; p = .979) was found.
In relation to media pressure, no difference (V = 0.156; p = .442) between the groups emerged. Most (62.7%) of the athletes did not consider themselves to be under media pressure, 35.8% declared that sometimes they had been under heavy media pressure, and only one player (1.9%) stated they had often been under heavy media pressure before a match. Further, the athletes have relatively good experience with the media prior to a match as 56.7% of them declared that journalists understand when they do not wish to be interviewed and respectfully leave them alone. Eight athletes (11.9%) considered that journalists persist for a while before giving up. Conversely, eight athletes claimed that sometimes journalists do not give up (11.8%), whereas 6% stated that they have to be discourteous to get rid of a journalist. Further, 13.6% of the athletes listed other reactions of journalists when being turned down for cooperation before a match.
Only 37.3% of the athletes have never been offended by the media. In particular, daily newspapers, the internet, TV programmes related to sport, and "yellow press" were reported as often being offensive, whereas radio and TV programmes not related to sport were seen as more respectful. The less experienced athletes were offended less often or had not been offended by the media yet (V = 0.369; p = .028) with respect to those athletes who are often offended by partially or completely untrue information. In particular, the question "Has anyone close to you been offended due to published information?" revealed no difference (V = 0.256; p = .357) regarding sport experience. The majority (79.1%) of the athletes answered in the negative, whereas the others reported that their friends and/ or partners had been offended. Although no difference between the groups was found regarding the media's influence on the private lives of the athletes (V = 0,182; p = .328), untrue information had influenced their private lives (83.6%), with four athletes (6%) reporting having experienced it a few times and seven athletes (10.4%) stating that they had been offended only once.
No difference (V = 0.236; p = .154) emerged between the groups regarding the media's influence on the sports lives of the athletes. However, five athletes declared that the media had affected their sports life several times and two answered that it had happened once. Independently of sports experience, the athletes considered it most important for journalists to provide precise, accurate and verified information. These values are followed by personal characteristics, whereas the materialistic characteristic was last.
Regarding knowledge of the Code of Ethics of Slovenian journalists, no difference (V = 0.237; p = .288) was shown between the groups. Twenty-four athletes were unaware of its existence, 21 were not completely sure of its contents, 20 were aware of its contents even though they had not read it, and only 2 had actually read it.
DISCUSSION
The present findings reflect the opinions of elite Slovenian team athletes regarding sport media. With respect to gender, male athletes were represented more (74.6%) than their female counterparts (25.4%), probably due to the absence of elite Slovenian women's ice hockey or football teams. The age difference between the groups may be logically ascribed to the distribution of the sample according to the sports experience of the players.
Elite sport requires a lot of time for training and competitions, which lengthens the time needed to obtain an educational qualification. It is interesting to note that, independently of athletic level, athletes mirror the education level of the general population (Kustec Lipicer & Doupona Topič, 2012) . In general, our sample mainly included professional athletes, meaning that sport is their way of earning a salary, allowing them to concentrate on their training and competitions.
The majority of the athletes agree to cooperate with the media regardless of the particular type involved. It could be speculated that athletes realise the importance of the media's role in today's society and the mutual benefit of cooperating with media people. In fact, the audience is interested in the lives of the "stars", including the most successful athletes. Further, the majority of professional athletes largely depend on sponsors, which are naturally interested in media appearance advertising. In particular, athletes try to manage their relationship with the media in different ways. 
I got used to it -when things get out of hand, I require an authorisation of texts before the interview is published. It happens that many things are wrongly interpreted. Journalists do not deny the authorisation of a text when required."
The level of athleticism does not influence the strong interest in media reports on athletes, with young athletes using the internet more than their older counterparts. It is interesting to note that before competitions athletes tend not to read articles about themselves. In fact, the majority of journalists are perceived as being respectful of the athletes' need for peace before a match, although others are perceived as being very aggressive when trying to obtain exclusive news. Partially or completely untrue information often offends the athletes. As expected, the less experienced athletes had been offended significantly less than their experienced counterparts, or indeed the media had not offended them yet. In fact, media interest increases over time, particularly when athletes are successful. Naturally, a longer sport career provides more opportunities for successful results. As the media strives for large audiences, journalists often scrutinise the past and present lives of athletes, looking for any missteps to arouse public interest. In general, the athletes perceived that they had mostly been offended by daily newspapers, followed by the Internet, TV sport programmes and yellow press. Conversely, radio and TV programmes not related to sport are seen as being more respectful. Those who had not been offended by the media claimed they would complain to the media if offended. In reality, it is rare for athletes to call an editorial board to complain or to ask for an apology when actually offended. One skier described his experience as follows: 
."
The results of this study indicate how untrue information published in the media had affected the private lives of athletes. Below are some statements that clarify this issue: "I started to doubt myself, I was sad, nervous and I often argued with people close to me"; "I was thinking why matters about me are so important to the public"; "I could not concentrate on anything, I was mentally down"; "Due to various allegations I found myself in uncomfortable situations in my private life"; "People who met me or knew me slightly kept asking if what they had read was actually true"; "The hardest part is that people who do not know me personally believe the media and have a wrong impression about me".
The media did not affect the sports lives of the majority of the athletes, the consequences of the media's effect on the sports careers of the interviewed subjects are mainly reflected in these statements: "The effect was mostly psychological -poor concentration in trainings, a lack of concentration in the game -it all led to my coach and team mates being unsatisfied and consequently to a bad mood in the team"; "I received fewer offers from other clubs"; "A deal for a transfer to a better club fell through".
The questionnaire offered 12 characteristics related to journalists. The task of the athletes was to define these characteristics according to their importance. In their opinion the qualities most appreciated in journalists are their precision, accuracy and the ability to verify the information and respectfulness (Table 1) . Journalists with kind-hearted, impartial and friendly personalities are also much appreciated, followed by those engaging in quality writing. Finally, journalists who have themselves competed in sport events are more appreciated as they guarantee more objective and accurate reports. Surprisingly, few of the athletes included in the study are aware of the Code of Ethics of Slovenian journalists and that any violations of it are dealt by an Ethics Council of Journalists. In particular, litigation seeking compensation is also an option and these two possibilities may set some legal constraints concerning the dividing line between the public and private lives of athletes. In fact, in this study a limited knowledge of the Code of Ethics of journalists was found, probably because the athletes had only become familiar with it when getting into conflict with journalists. Instead, it would be advisable to educate athletes in communication skills because statements can often be misinterpreted, with serious consequences for the sportsperson involved. However, in reality many national sport federations realise the importance of a good relationship with the media and have appointed public relations representatives. Thus, national sports governing bodies should take responsibility for educating athletes without delegating it to coaches.
CONCLUSIONS
By using a questionnaire and interviewing experienced and less experienced elite Slovenian athletes, the present study reveals their attitudes to the media. In fact, the collected data consist of four segments -general characteristics of the sample of athletes, the attitude of elite athletes to the media, the influence of the media on the private and sports lives of athletes, and the perceived characteristics of good journalists. Although the two groups were similar in several respects (i.e., education, profession, cooperation with the media, monitoring the media before a match, pressure due to the media, athletes or someone close to them being offended by the media, the effect of the media on private and sports lives, perceived characteristics of good journalists), differences emerged regarding the timing of cooperation with the media and whether the media had ever offended an athlete. Elite athletes recognise the media's importance for their sports career and their sponsors. They are therefore quite cooperative with the media and follow the information the media publishes. In particular, young athletes (with a short career) prefer to use the Internet to obtain information.
The majority of the athletes have good experience with journalists, especially when they do not try to interview athletes before a competition. Nonetheless, more than half of the interviewees declared that the media had already offended them, mainly by divulging false or partially true news, which might affect their performance and offend the people close to them. In fact, athletes consider precision, accuracy and the ability to verify information the best qualities of a professional journalist. Accordingly, personal characteristics (i.e., kind-heartedness, arrogance, friendliness…) seem to be less relevant, as do materialistic characteristics (i.e., care for financial success, following the rules and interests of the employer).
Therefore, editors and media owners are strongly recommended to employ highly qualified journalists with a sports background to prevent breaches of the Code of Ethics for journalists. The authors are certain that sports governing bodies which represent athletes should be more proactive in educating elite competitors to better manage their relationship with the media to avoid complications and raise the level of cooperation between journalists and athletes.
To enhance the generalisation of these results, future studies should administer the questionnaire to athletes involved in individual sports. In fact, it could be speculated that the media might exert a stronger impact on these athletes because performances rely completely on them and they have no teammates to share their successes or failures. Since it is unreasonable to anticipate a decrease in the media's influence, the results of this study should be regarded as a guideline for sports journalists who work in the good name of sport. Understanding the borderline between the private and public lives of athletes is crucial for establishing a positive relationship with athletes, especially when we consider that these professions are linked to each other.
